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What’s Special about Special Collections?
By Robin Wagner, Dean of the Library

Because so many of you liked our 40th anniversary
collection of essays about the library, we decided
to produce another supplement to round out
our celebratory 40th anniversary year. In these
pages we suggest why a strong Special Collections
enriches teaching and learning, in many instances
inspiring professors to think creatively about their
course assignments and students to recognize
that touching the stuff of history, literature, art, and
science as part of a learning experience is truly
exciting in unexpected ways.
We have arranged this supplement by format, from
rare books and manuscripts to maps, artifacts, and
much more. Librarians and faculty describe the
special collections they teach with in the essays that
follow. So what is special?
Without a doubt, our Declaration of Independence
in German and Shakespeare Folio are special. So
are our seventeenth century atlases and 500 maps
from the sixteenth through the nineteenth century.
We have special Bibles, almanacs, diaries, and
collections of correspondence from centuries past.
Our manuscript collections take researchers into
the felt experience of a time and place— a distant
battlefield, collegiate life in the nineteenth century,
exchanges between readers and notable authors,
and much more.
Our Asian art collection is first rate for teaching —
comprised of more than 2,000 objects, including
some vessels dating from 1200 to 1050 BCE. We
are proud of our collecting specialties in Civil War,
World War I and World War II era materials, and
continue to build on these collection strengths.

Our literature collections include first editions
that run a wide range, including such notable
items as Herman Melville’s Moby Dick and F.
Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby. Thanks to a
generous donor, we have a large collection of
the great critic H.L. Mencken’s books and other
materials related to him. We even have a large
run of the immensely popular Horatio Alger
novels, each featuring a hero whose combination
of luck and pluck helped him rise in the world.
These items are only a sampling of the riches
one can find in Special Collections at Musselman
Library.
We did not have a readily accessible and broadly
curated Special Collections until 2000, when an
estate gift made it possible to convert space on
the library’s fourth floor into a handsome and
practical research room supported by adjacent
offices and workspace for staff and student
interns. Funding came from the sale of a house
and property in Waynesboro, PA, owned by
Homer T. Rosenberger.
Rosenberger was a PhD–trained independent
scholar who made reading and writing history his
life’s passion. He was deeply invested in various
historical organizations and served as president
of both the Pennsylvania German Society and
the Pennsylvania Historical Association. His
estate gift made possible the construction of
Special Collections as it now exists. The library
also acquired his wide-ranging collection of
Pennsylvaniana.

Front Cover: Front: The demon king Rawhana, Indonesian puppet. Gift of Georgeanna
“Dusty” Knisely ’54.
Back Cover: Sad iron, hand-painted. Gift of Abigail Coakley ’20. Sad irons (“sad” being
the old English word meaning “solid”) are the precursors of our modern electric irons.
Their heavy weight allowed them to hold heat and press out wrinkles in fabric. We use
them as book weights, especially when resewing books, in our conservation work.
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No discussion of Special Collections can ignore our creative and dedicated staff, led by Carolyn Sautter
and assisted by archivist Amy Lucadamo ’00, collections and digital projects manager Catherine Perry, and
conservator Mary Wootton. We are fortunate in our part-time assistants, retired College registrar Ron
Couchman and oral history manager Devin McKinney. We also have an impressive intern and student
staff, who learn the trade alongside these talented practitioners. Michelle Williams, our former Barbara
Holley intern, has returned to fill a temporary vacancy this year, and has been hard at work creating the
metadata that makes our collections accessible.
We are especially grateful to our donors, without whom we would not have the rich collections that have
made such a difference to our faculty, students, and visiting researchers. Contributions to Friends or to
the many acquisitions, internship, and conservation funds listed on our insert allow us to purchase special
items when they come on the market, hire curious and capable interns, and keep our special collections
well-preserved.
What’s special about Special Collections? Read on.

RARE BOOKS
Cooper Fund Supports First Editions
By Carolyn Sautter
In a January 1966 alumni magazine article entitled “What is a Rare Book?”
the campus community first read about the remarkable private library gift of
Thomas Yost Cooper. The collection included sheet music, movie memorabilia,
and more than 1,600 rare books.
In Special Collections, we teach with Cooper’s first editions every semester.
Students see each story with its original font and illustrations. They feel the
book as it was originally held. Its size, weight, and binding transport the modern
reader to the moment when that author first captured a reader’s imagination.
Cooper also established a fund in honor of his parents, Moses and Kate Miller
Cooper, to help purchase literature for the library. In addition to acquiring new
works, this fund is instrumental in expanding the scope of our first editions in
Special Collections to include more female writers.
Among recent acquisitions are the 1818 four-volume first edition of Jane Austen’s Northanger Abbey and
Persuasion. The volumes begin with Austen’s brother proudly telling the world that his sister wrote these
works: published just a year after her death, this was the first time she was given credit by name. Students
in Joanne Myers’s ENG 297 History of the Book course were the first to explore these volumes.
Thanks to the Cooper Fund, first editions of every era are at our fingertips. To support this fund,
please visit the Musselman Library web page and follow the links on the left hand side: About Giving to
Musselman Library Acquisitions Funds.
Carolyn Sautter is Director of Special Collections and Archives.
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MANUSCRIPTS AND LETTERS

Letter-Writing Seminar Draws from Many Eras
By Magdalena Sánchez
Every two or three years, I teach a senior seminar
on the history of letter-writing. I became interested
in this topic through my research in the state
archives in Turin, Italy, on the correspondence of the
Spanish infanta Catalina Micaela, Duchess of Savoy
(1567–1597), and her husband, Carlo Emanuele
I (1562–1630). This led me to consider all the
topics we now cover in the seminar. We look at the
development of letter-writing in Europe; study the
letter-writing manuals popular with the middle class
in the eighteenth century; and discuss the “Republic
of Letters” that emerged during the Enlightenment.
We examine the conventions of letter-writing,
correspondents’ goals, and epistolary culture as it
relates to gender and other topics.
History majors sometimes note that their choice
of senior seminar is limited to topics which require
them to master and write a long thesis on an
unfamiliar subject. The letter-writing class allows
them to study the geographic or chronological
period of their choosing, thus building on earlier
courses or work they’ve done in areas of particular
interest. (This semester, for example, four students
are writing about Civil War letters.)
Letters are among the most common and useful
historical resources. We discuss the material aspects
of letters (paper, folding, script) and consider how
writers used spacing to show deference or social
status. We also discuss “cross-hatching”: because
paper was expensive, the correspondent would
write in one direction, then turn the paper right or
left 90 degrees and write across and over the first
layer of text. Special Collections offers examples of
each of these practices.
For their senior thesis topic, students are free to
range beyond the library’s holdings, but I encourage
them to choose from one of the collections held
in Special Collections. A former student examined
the World War II letters of US soldier Albert Chance,
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Letter from Corporal Luther “Jake” Thomas dated
April 14, 1943, to his family describing his furlough in
Miami Beach, Florida.

while another is currently studying the World
War I letters of British Lt. Col. H.J.C. Peirs. For
my Historical Methods class, I’ve had students
transcribe and analyze the World War II letters
of Luther J. Thomas, and of Ernest and Randolph
Earman. I underestimated how interesting some
of these letters could be. Thomas commented
regularly on aspects of popular culture, and
his language captured the slang of the 1940s.
Ernest Earman became engaged to a French
woman at war’s end; her letters show that she
fully expected Ernest to return to France to marry
her, and that she would then move to the United
States as his bride. We even have the letter from
her father consenting to the marriage. Before we
transcribed the letters, my students and I already
knew that Ernest broke off the engagement and

eventually married another woman; we don’t know what became of
the French girlfriend. It’s a heartbreaking story.
The Special Collections staff have always gone out of their way to
be welcoming and helpful. They display material from numerous
collections, showing us not just letters but also writing instruments
and other associated objects. Carolyn Sautter couldn’t be friendlier,
and always puts the class at ease. Ron Couchman organizes letters
into folders for my students’ convenience in locating and transcribing.
During class visits, the staff all contribute, adding their expertise and
interacting with students.
Professor Sánchez teaches classes on European history from the medieval
period to the French Revolution. Her area of research is sixteenth- and
seventeenth-century Spain.
A letter from George Washington Beidelman,
a private in the 71st Pennsylvania Volunteers,
to his father, September 26, 1861.

ALMANACS

Colonial America Comes Alive with Poor Richard’s
By Timothy Shannon
Special Collections holds two
editions of Poor Richard’s
Almanac, perhaps the most
famous publication to come
off Benjamin Franklin’s printing
press. In his Autobiography,
Franklin described the almanac
as a cash cow for his business,
selling more than 10,000
annually. It is of course most
famous for the aphorisms that
Franklin sprinkled throughout its
pages. Observing that “common
people . . . scarce bought any
other books” besides an annual
almanac, Franklin filled “all the
little spaces . . . in the calendar
with proverbial sentences,

chiefly such as inculcated industry
and frugality as the means of
procuring wealth and thereby
securing virtue.” In this manner,
Franklin turned the Protestant
work ethic of his Puritan forbears
into the American work ethic we
still promote today: work hard,
and material success (and maybe
even salvation) will follow.
When I bring students from
History 341: Colonial America to
Special Collections, we always
take some time to examine
Poor Richard’s firsthand. On the
surface, early American almanacs
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all look the same. They were small, unbound
publications, more like pamphlet than books,
designed to fit into a pocket rather than on a shelf.
Each page contained a monthly calendar conveying
information about the moon and stars, and listed
important holidays or anniversaries. Another fixture
in its pages was the “Man of Signs,” an engraving
of a human figure showing how different signs
of the zodiac governed different body parts and
functions. The Man of Signs was the WebMD of its
day: before you treated a particular ailment, you
consulted it to figure out how the heavens might
affect your recovery. The blood stains on the pages
of the library’s 1753 edition of Poor Richard’s suggest
that at least one reader was in a hurry when he
or she did so. Franklin’s almanac also contained
illustrations explaining the solar and lunar eclipses
that would occur within a given year.
Almanacs, in short, combined the old and the new in
interesting ways. We associate Franklin with modern
scientific inquiry, but his almanac contained plenty
of information still rooted in medieval astrology

and physics. Like many other colonial printers,
Franklin apologized for continuing to include
the Man of Signs in his almanac, but he said his
readers insisted on it.
Neither was Franklin above a little “fake news”
himself. In order to convince readers of the
accuracy of Poor Richard’s celestial calculations,
in the very first edition he predicted the exact
time that Titan Leeds, a rival almanac printer,
would die in the coming year. When the date
came, Franklin published Leeds’s obituary.
Angered by Franklin’s hoax, Leeds announced in
his next almanac that he was still alive. Franklin
responded by warning that someone was
impersonating Leeds for the sake of profiting
off his name, and the sales of Franklin’s almanac
continued to grow at Leeds’s expense. As
Poor Richard would say, “There are no fools so
troublesome as those that have wit.”
Timothy Shannon teaches early American and
Native American History at Gettysburg College.

MAPS

Geography Sparks Discussion
Special Collections staff are caretakers of
more than 1,000 maps and atlases. These
include sheet maps, campus maps, casefolding maps, Sanborn Fire Insurance
maps, and one-of-a-kind hand-drawn
maps.
“Maps can be useful conversation starters
when hosting a group of students,” said
Carolyn Sautter, Director of Special
Collections. She often has a class gather
around a map and try to figure out what it
shows and when it may have been made.
A good example is the map pictured at the
right. Why is California shown as an island
in 1730?
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Detail of Novus Orbis Sive America (Seutter, 1730).

Maps are interesting even when inaccurate, containing
mistakes or misinformation. A map might contribute
to a discussion on colonialism, or be appreciated
simply as a work of art. “Maps are incredible teaching
resources,” said Sautter. “They’re two-dimensional
windows on a three-dimensional past.”

Professor Jurney and students from FREN 201:
Intermediate French.

Maps have inspired a variety of assignments.
Florence Jurney (above) brings her Intermediate
French students to Special Collections to write en
français about imaginary
travels by pirates and fur
traders. Mercedes Valmisa
Oviedo challenged the
students in her first-year
Philosophy of Monsters
seminar to look for sea
monsters on our high seas.
(See related article, page
14) Students in The Atlantic
World history course use
eighteenth-century maps
each semester.
Our two largest map
collections came to
us as gifts. The John
H.W. Stuckenberg Map
Collection consists of three
seventeenth-century atlases
and over 500 sheet maps

from the sixteenth through nineteenth centuries.
Stuckenberg had a lifelong interest in maps and
purchased the majority of his collection while
living in Germany.
Former US Ambassador Lawrence P. Taylor
donated his collection of case maps, including
city, country, regional, and world
maps from the late nineteenth
and early twentieth century. Taylor
began purchasing these folding
maps in this collection while living
in Britain.
When funding permits, Special
Collections also purchases maps.
Thanks to donations to the Karen
Drickamer Fund, we were able
to acquire a decorated map of
England printed in 1632 to pair
with our Shakespeare Second Folio,
published the same year. We are
grateful to Friends of the Library who have
contributed to our purchase of antique maps.

Detail of The Kingdome of England (Speed, 1632).
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ASIAN ART

Students Get Hands-on Curatorial Experience
Among the College’s Special Collections are more than 2,000
Asian artworks ranging from the late second millennium BCE to
the early-twentieth-century. It is rare for a liberal arts college to
have such a wide range of art objects for study and research.
Art historian and Professor Yan Sun brings students to Special
Collections to examine the pieces up close. “These works are not
only vivid examples of craftsmanship and aesthetics,” she says.
“They also bear witnesses to layers of Chinese history and
culture. Such intimate interactions with the artworks prompt
my students to investigate more about the people, culture,
and society behind the works. I believe this helps them
become active learners.”
Sun described some of the assignments in her Asian art
class. She begins with the basics, asking students to do
a visual analysis, and to compare and contrast objects.
In Arts of China, each student is required to write about
a particular work. “I want them to learn how to observe
the work, document the important visual attributes, and
raise research questions based on the visual
analysis of the work,” says Sun.
Art history majors and minors in the Art
Historical Methods class are given a
more complex series of assignments,
culminating in professional exhibition
in the Schmucker Art Gallery. Sun
selects a different theme each
year, and Special Collections
staff help identify objects
fitting the topic. Students
select one or two works to
research and then write the
catalog entries. “The catalogue
is a student publication, and the
project is a demonstration of the
cumulative learning experience of
our students. Students often
say that curating the exhibition
Brass replica of an incense burner from the
is the most rewarding
Xuande Reign of the Ming dynasty (1426experience in the class.”
1435) includes a lid with a Buddhist lion, an
emblem of power, energy, and valor.
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The square mallet vase was popular
during the Kangxi reign (1661-1722).
This early-twentieth-century replica was
designed specifically for foreign trade.

Sun said that by the time students take this course, they should
already have learned some art-historical methodology. She
organizes three consecutive visits to Special Collections and works
with students individually to decide which method and theory will
work best for interpreting their selected piece.
On the first visit, students observe the works, carry out preliminary
study of contextual information, and submit a research proposal.
On the second, Sun works with each student individually, comments
on their proposal, and ensures that they haven’t overlooked any visual
aspects. At this stage, students revise their proposals and formulate a
preliminary thesis statement.
The final visit is a research session. By this time, students should have
completed a literature review. With help from the Special Collections
staff and reseach librarians, Sun reinforces the importance of
careful scholarship and clear argumentation. Students write a
comprehensive research paper and then condense it into a 500word catalog entry.
Individual, in-person working sessions and the ability to handle
the rare objects are key elements of Sun’s teaching. How did she
manage this during Covid closures, when students were studying

Ming Dynasty (1368-1644) altar screen
features an oval-shaped jade carving with
intricate openwork images of bottle gourds,
vines, leaves, and a mantis. The oval sits
on a teakwood base with carved lotus
plants and freshwater crabs.

remotely? The Special Collections’
GoPro camera was placed on a
flexible tripod so the camera could
move all around an object, giving
students a customized close–up
view. This way Sun, the student, and
the object could be in the same
Zoom room at the same time.
Using items from the Library’s Asian
Art collection, Sun (pictured left) has
directed many successful student–
curated exhibitions. Catalogs for all
exhibitions can be found under the
Gallery in the Cupola, the College’s
online institutional repository
(https://cupola.gettysburg.edu)
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PHOTOGRAPHS

Photographs Transport Students to Another Time
By Shannon Egan
When I teach my course History and
Theory of Photography, the content
comes into focus (pun intended!) for
my students when we visit Special
Collections. In preparation for this
class visit, Catherine Perry and
Carolyn Sautter lay out a remarkably
thorough history of photography
in Special Collections. Students are
first awestruck by the hauntingly
clear faces in the mirrored surfaces
of daguerreotypes of the College
classes of 1848 and 1851. Then they
learn about the different chemicals,
materials, and processes that
distinguish ambrotypes, tintypes, salt
prints, and albumen prints from later
gelatin silver prints, photogravures, and
Polaroids.
A recent gift from Ron Perisho of a
rare paper negative, c. 1856, by French
photographer Stéphane Geoffray
transports students to a Parisian street,
and underscores both the fragility
and the striking clarity of these early
photographs.

Lewis Hine, Evansville, IN, October 1908. Silver gelatin photograph.

When students put a wide selection of
stereoscopic cards from the Richard
C. Ryder Collection into a nineteenthcentury holder, they often gasp as
the scenes before them—Civil War
battlefields, majestic landscapes, and
the Chicago World’s Fair of 1893, among
others—are seen in three dimensions.
Also represented are famous
photographers including Mathew
Brady, Timothy O’Sullivan, and Lewis
Hine (another generous donation from
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Samuel Weaver, Class of 1855. Daguerreotype, 1855.

the Perisho Family). We are fortunate that this
impressive list of artists has expanded in recent
years to include Harlem Renaissance photographer
James VanDerZee as well as donations from Andrew
and Lisa (Beardlee ’89) Schroeder of works by
important contemporary photographers Donna
Ferrato, Sally Gall, and Walter Iooss.
After we examine this wide assortment of
materials in class, I invite the students to return to
Special Collections to compare and contrast two
photographs for a longer research paper. It’s always
delightful to see them make connections between

Window and Grove (London), Ellen Terry.
Cabinet card, ca. 1885.

the cartes de visite produced for swooning fans of
actresses and dancers in the nineteenth century
and Andy Warhol’s Polaroids of celebrities
and socialites from the 1980s. Other students
immerse themselves in the harrowing and
profoundly personal experiences documented
in World War I and II albums and scrapbooks.
And all the students love to see photographs
of Gettysburg College’s campus and culture
throughout its long history.
Shannon Egan is Director of Schmucker Art Gallery.

Nadar (Paris), Sarah Bernhardt.
Cabinet card, 1882.
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POSTERS

Wartime Attitudes Revealed through Propaganda Posters
By Jill Titus
As an historian, I draw extensively on Special
Collections and College Archives in teaching
most of my classes. One resource that has
proven remarkably resonant with students
is the collection of World War II Propaganda
Posters. The 114 posters center primarily on
the American home front, but Allied nations
such as Great Britain, France, and Canada are
represented as well.
These posters kept the war effort in
Americans’ sightlines as they went about their
daily business. Through them, we see how
government attempted to shape citizens’
behavior in ways supportive of the military
effort. This helps students understand the
mechanisms by which widespread support for
the war effort was constructed and enacted.
In addition to information about resource
conservation, war bonds campaigns, recruiting
efforts, and wartime limits on free speech,
the posters also provide an opportunity for
students to analyze 1940s attitudes about race,
gender, and war aims.
I regularly use these posters in my Hist 232: US
Since 1865 and Hist 201: Introduction to Public
History courses, frequently in combination
with journal articles about Allied propaganda
efforts. Students are asked to consider how the posters portray gender; the concepts of duty, adventure,
sabotage, and sacrifice; and the relationship between patriotism and consumerism. Public History
students have used this collection as the basis of a WordPress exhibit, “Shaping Perceptions of War.”
Pictured here are three posters that frequently generate the most debate and conversation:
•
•
•

A 1943 WAAC recruitment poster, for the way it pushes beyond traditional images of women
engaged in wartime work.
A 1942 “Avenge December 7” poster, aiming to harness anger spurred by the attack on Pearl Harbor.
A 1942 image of children playing under the encroaching shadow of a swastika.

This collection provides me great instructional flexibility. Not only do posters work well for both visual
and textual learners, they tend to engage both quieter students who appreciate sharing their thoughts
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in writing and students who enjoy the interpretive space they provide. Thanks to the tireless digitization
efforts of Special Collections staff, the collection is available to students both in person and remotely.
Though substantial, the collection only scratches the surface of the themes embodied in Allied wartime
propaganda. I would love to see the library’s holdings expand to encompass posters from a greater range
of belligerent powers, with increased focus on themes of race and citizenship.
Jill Titus is Associate Director of the Civil War Institute, and teaches courses in History and the First-Year Seminar
Program.
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ARTIFACTS

Monsters Break the Ice

A visit to Special Collections to view ancient Chinese ritual bronzes
was a regular component of Assistant Professor Mercedes
Valmisa Oviedo’s Classical Chinese Philosophy course. When it
came time to plan her first-year seminar on the Philosophy of
Monsters, Oviedo wondered if Special Collections might have
something to offer.
Special Collections librarians delivered, producing an array of
monstrous items including Indonesian puppets, maps filled with
sea monsters, and Japanese woodblock prints depicting fearsome
samurai. Viewing them sparked a lively class discussion about the
creation and performance of fear and censorship via the monster.
Oviedo commented that it also served as an icebreaker for first-year students,
allowing them to relax and converse casually, outside the formal class setting.
“I tell my students on the first day of class, ‘This is not a course on classical monster literature such as
Frankenstein or Dracula, but a course on social philosophy,’” says Oviedo. “We read critical ‘monster theory,’
and study philosophers such as Plato, Zhuangzi, and Marcuse.” Students also explore literary works by
Franz Kafka and Ted Chiang, and view Jordan Peele’s Get Out and George Romero’s Night of the Living Dead.
“The course is about the different ways in which we create monsters by othering those who are
different from us—those with whom we disagree, or those whom we want to control,”
says Oviedo. “We study the sociocultural contexts of the emergence of
monster figures—for example,
witches, vampires, and zombies,
but also women, immigrants, and
Blacks. We also examine the power
and freedom that monsters acquire
by being placed outside the normal.”
Oviedo believes that visiting Special
Collections leaves an impression
on her students, adding that they
will often recall or reference one
of the objects in class discussions.
“All in all, I want my students to
better understand their own
worlds, and to become critical of
socially accepted views, standards,
and values,” says Oviedo. The early
semester trip to Special Collections
is a valuable first step.
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Other treasures on view included:
•

A table–sized engraving by Alexis Loir of Charles Le Brun’s 1670
image of Saint Michael and his angels defeating a seven-headed
dragon

•

A samurai coat with a dragon motif on its inside lining

•

Our first illustrated edition of Jules Verne’s Twenty Thousand
Leagues Under the Sea

•

Several illustrated editions of Dante’s Divine Comedy and Goethe’s
Faust

•

Books from Richard Ryder’s collection that feature Leviathan and
the Loch Ness Monster

•

Lynd Ward’s wordless novel God’s Man: a Novel in Woodcuts (right)

POLICING THE BOUNDARIES OF THE POSSIBLE
The historical maps
featuring sea monsters
in uncharted territories
or at the entrance of
commerce routes are
the center of what I
want students to discuss
during our visit to
Special Collections. Not
only are they varied and
interesting in different
ways, they embody one
of J.J. Cohen’s seven
theses in Monster
Theory: Monsters police
the boundaries of the
possible.
Monsters are the avatars of fear in two directions. We create monsters to signal something that is
dangerous and caution others. We also create monsters to police people by creating fear and to
discourage certain behaviors. When monsters (or rather, what they represent) are interiorized, we
engage in self-censorship and repressive behaviors. – Mercedes Valmisa Oviedo
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BOOKMAKING

Old Technology Blends with Digital Humanities
Librarians provide a range of research instruction
sessions for students, but it’s not often that
librarians get the opportunity to teach a class of their
own. This fall, Systems and Digital Initiatives Librarian
R.C. Miessler offered a new first-year seminar that
introduced students to the field of digital humanities,
focusing on the use of technology to understand the
human experience.
Digital Humanities is a discipline that uses
technology to ask and answer questions about how
humans think, create, and experience the world. “My
hope is that students will become more comfortable
using technology and doing independent research,
and see that scholarship is more than just writing
traditional research papers,” says Miessler.
Miessler received a Johnson Center Teaching with
Special Collections Grant for the seminar. The grant
is intended to connect instructors to primary and
archival sources in the library’s Special Collections
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and College Archives. For the seminar, Miessler
proposed two projects that would rely on the
expertise of his Special Collections colleagues.
The first asked students to make a book and to
reflect on the process. For the second, students
curated a collection of stereoview cards from the
Richard C. Ryder Stereograph Collection, created
descriptive metadata, and built an exhibit using
the digital tool Omeka.
“Making a book may seem like a very non-digital
activity for a class in modern technologies,” says
Miessler, “but the idea is to get the students
thinking, ‘What is technology, anyway?’” During
the class’s first week, his students visited Special
Collections, where Conservator Mary Wootton
and Director Carolyn Sautter introduced them to
a selection of rare books and explained how they
were constructed.

Then the students created their own books, under
the guidance of Wootton and Collections Manager
Michelle Williams. The students selected their covers
and endpapers, stitched folios into the binding,
and glued it together. Students took pictures and
videos of themselves creating the books and wrote
reflections on the experience.
“An important part of Digital Humanities is making
things and experimenting,” says Miessler. “The bookmaking exercise gave them something new to try,
and helped them understand that while you don’t
always get it right the first time, you can learn a lot
during the process. I was lucky to be able to make a
book alongside the students, and it was a good way
to get to know them better.”
First-year student Sebastian Berlingieri reflects, “This
book-making project was interesting and different
than anything I’ve ever done before. It was cool
to see how something that’s been around me my
whole life is made, and to do it myself on the first
try was really rewarding. This is probably something
I’ll never do again, but it’s definitely an experience I
won’t forget.”

For the stereoview card project, students
selected 10 cards each from the Ryder collection
around a theme of their choosing—railroads,
industries, world fairs and expositions, or natural
disasters. Then they created a small digital
exhibit in Omeka and assembled metadata to
describe each card. “Using Omeka, they got
hands-on experience with a tool that Digital
Humanities practitioners use to create digital
exhibits, as well as to create metadata, which is
instrumental in helping scholars discover archival
material,” says Miessler.
In addition to these projects, the students
researched obsolete technologies, created
conference-style posters, and developed and
designed a Digital Humanities website for their
final project. “Teaching the course was a very
rewarding experience,” says Miessler, “and
I’m glad I got the opportunity to interact with
students in a way I haven’t before.”
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CONSERVATION

Pennsylvania College Class of 1854 Gets a Facelift
By Mary Wootton
Special Collections and College Archives is home to many
treasures of the College’s history. Time has been unkind to
some of them, but with a little attention and care, they can
be revived. This was the case with a set of daguerreotypes of
Professor Frederick Augustus Muhlenberg and the Class of 1854.
Images of 11 graduates, encircling a larger image of Professor
Muhlenberg (Professor of Greek 1850–1867, then first President
of Muhlenberg College in Allentown, Pennsylvania), were secured
in a deep red velvet mat with an oval opening for each image, then
placed behind glass in an ornate wooden frame (A).
The daguerreotype process involved creating a photographic
image, with fumes, on a silver-plated copper sheet. This
was popular in the 1840s and 1850s, before the advent of
reproduceable photographs. These unique images have a mirrorlike surface that appear either positive or negative depending
upon the viewer’s angle. They present us with rich, deeply
haunting portraits of our Gettysburg predecessors (B).
Unfortunately, the velvet mat surrounding the images was
deteriorating. The velvet had faded from red to gold, and velvet
fibers were floating inside of the glass and collecting on the image
surfaces. Daguerreotypes have notoriously fragile surfaces, and
the fibers not only made it difficult to see the images, but also had
the potential to permanently mar the surfaces. Although we’re
reluctant to meddle with the past, it was necessary to intervene in
order to remove the deteriorating velvet mat and provide better
long-term protection for the images.
In disassembling frames, there are often surprises (C). In
this case, the original backing paper with the photographer’s
signature “S. Weaver” was revealed. Samuel Weaver was a
local photographer who had a studio and gallery space on
Chambersburg Street
(D). His son, Rufus,
was a graduate of
the class of 1862.
Samuel Weaver
also had a local
hauling business,
and after the Battle
of Gettysburg he
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was subcontracted to exhume the bodies of fallen soldiers for
reburial at the new National Cemetery.
Library of Congress photograph conservator Adrienne
Lundgren advised us that, to the extent possible, the fibers
should be removed, and each daguerreotype individually
cased (E). In addition to the physical fragility of their surfaces,
daguerreotypes are susceptible to chemical change; historically,
it was customary for them to be placed into cases with mats,
covered with glass, and their edges sealed with tape (F).
The removal of the fibers was a delicate process. The first stage
involved holding a vacuum cleaner nozzle over each image
without touching it, pulling fibers off the surface. Any remaining
fibers were carefully picked off, under magnification, with a tiny
brush.
Each daguerreotype was then individually cased with an archival
polyester protective backing and mat, and finally covered with
glass. The polyester mat was necessary to prevent the glass
covering from making direct contact with the image surfaces (G).
The edges of the individual cases were sealed, and the cased
daguerreotypes, arranged into their original positions, held in
place with archival foam.
One of the bigger challenges was creating a new mat with 12
oval openings. Josh Wagner, head of the College’s
Innovation and Creativity Lab, created a new mat
using a digital laser cutter.
With the mat completed, the
daguerreotypes were placed
back into their original frame (H).
A protective box was constructed
to house both the framed
daguerreotypes and the original
backing materials. Those materials,
including the backing sheet with
the photographer’s signature, are
housed in a specially-made drawer in
the box (I).
Mary Wootton is Conservator in Special Collections
and Archives.
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